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Because of their abundance in eukaryotic genomes and high degree of polymorphism, 
microsatellites have proved to be especially useful population genetic markers. However, the 
breadth of their application has been limited by their specificity to one or a few closely related 
species. Additionally, developing new microsatellite markers for new species can be both expensive 
and time consuming. To overcome this hurdle and to broaden the applicability of microsatellites, we 
asked whether it would be possible to identify loci that are conserved across a wide range of species, 
but still sufficiently variable within species to be useful as population genetic markers. We chose the 
ants as a particularly suitable case study because of the age and diversity of the group, as well as the 
number of sequenced ant genomes. Additionally, the popularity of ants as study organisms would 
provide numerous and immediate applications for conserved population genetic markers. Using all 
eight currently available ant genomes, we identified a set of 45 conserved microsatellite loci and 
designed primer pairs for PCR amplification. We tested these primers in six different species 
covering six different ant subfamilies. Most primers amplified well for all species tested. We then 
studied a subset of 24 of these primer pairs in detail, and found that the number of polymorphic loci 
in Hardy-Weinberg Equilibrium in any given species ranged from 4 to 21, with a median of 9. The 
average number of alleles per informative locus was 4.83 (±2.49 SD). From this set of primers, a 
subset can now be selected for use in any particular ant species without having to spend time and 
money designing microsatellite primers de novo. We therefore hope that these primers will 
significantly increase the utility of microsatellites in ants and will facilitate research on less studied or 
novel ant species. 
  
